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Abstract 
From a cognitive point of view, the concept of human rights contemplates study of its mental structures which include 
stereotypes and standard representations of the world of law noted for stability of structures, images and emotions: a cognitive 
approach focuses on a special role of a human factor in cognitive and verbal-thinking processes. Human rights define a 
worldview of every individual in particular and community in general. Human rights are universal and act as an indicator of a 
healthy society and state. 
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1. Introduction 
 
It is a person who perceives and creates the world through its sense organs and uses it as a basis to create a 
system of representations of the world. Having transmitted them through its consciousness and interpreted results of 
such perception, it transfers them to other members of the community using the language; the language does act as a 
regulator of relations between the person and the law, community, as “a defender” and “a prosecutor”. 
Different peoples have different ways from the actual world to a concept and then to a verbal expression, which 
are due to differences in history, geography, life patterns of such peoples, their legal system and, consequently, 
differences in development of their social consciousness. But if we want to characterize the semantic usage properly 
which is accepted in any speech community and belongs to the described language, we should not only describe it. 
We can achieve the result only by applying collective estimations, which are adopted in the community, so we must 
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take into consideration the public opinion. One and the same thing may have different descriptions in different 
civilizations. Such semantic definitions must have substantial consequences for the formal analysis of linguistic 
units. 
From a cognitive point of view, the concept of human rights contemplates study of its mental structures not only 
on collective knowledge, but also on individual one of some speakers, their daily experience of conscious and non-
conscious perception of the world around, its role in forming a meaning of expressions and meanings of individual 
linguistic units, as well as forms of mental and language representations of such knowledge in their interaction 
(Boldyrev, 2000, p.4) 
A legal sphere is an important part of a national culture which is reflected in the language. A linguistic view of 
the world, one of key concepts of modern linguistics, is an integral set of images of reality which exists, as 
mentioned above, in individual and collective consciousness and is reflected in communications. 
 
1.1. «Human rights»: cognitive characteristics   
 
A linguistic view of the legal world represents a complex union of mental items (concepts, stereotypes, scenarios, 
conceptual fields, etc.) related to a legal sphere of communications and a legal discourse. The majority of such items 
are fixed in the language in terms of words, abbreviations, word combinations, phraseological units, and to any 
extent they impose on an individual a definite view of the world, particularly in its categorization and appraisal. 
As noted by cognitivists, a person thinks in terms of concepts combining them and making in-depth predications 
as part of the concept and its combinations, forming new concepts while thinking (Popova & Sternin, 1999, p.3). 
According to E.S. Kubryakova, a concept is an operating meaningful unit of thinking, a unit, or a quantum of 
structured knowledge (Kubryakova,  Demyankov, Pankrats, & Luzina, 1996, p.90). 
Modern linguistics treats a concept as a mental item, which is specified by a word (phraseological units, 
abbreviations, word combinations, etc.). Concepts are those ideal abstract units, meanings which are used during 
thinking. They reflect content of received knowledge, experience, results of all human activities and results of 
learning the world in terms of definite units, “quanta” of knowledge. Transmission of any information and 
communication process in general also represents transmission or exchange of concepts in verbal or non-verbal 
forms. Concepts reflect key elements of national legal consciousness. A set of such concepts forms a sphere of 
concepts where the nation’s legal culture acts as a centre. 
The concept of human rights covers a wide range of meanings of a word and representations of bearers of such 
culture on the nature of events standing behind the word in all variety of its attributes, connections, features and 
evaluations. It runs like a scarlet thread through all branches of law, legal disciplines, areas of research legal 
knowledge, etc. Human rights are the key to understanding of law, legal system, and legal culture. Human rights are 
an indicator of the society’s status and legal consciousness of its citizens. Human rights cover a total area of human 
existence. 
With all variety of institutions of the society and state having different objectives and tasks of activities, with the 
polarity of views and sets of different social, ethnic and confessional groups, human rights may serve as a unifying 
idea, form a common understanding and world perception. It is fair to say that human rights are all that may unite 
people, contributing to overcoming interstate barriers and controversies stipulated by features of historical 
development, level of economic development and trends in policies of different countries. 
The concept of human rights in terms of its specificity is abstract. It is verbalized with individual words and word 
combinations, phraseological units, abbreviations, onyms, sentences and full texts; it has a complex structure, whose 
content is partially revealed through means of its representation in speech. The content of a concept is significantly 
wider than a content defining this concept of a word (term), as the content of the concept includes not only 
conceptual, but also emotional, value, cultural, historical components and imagery. 
 
1.2. Structure of the concept of human rights from this point of view of conceptual component 
 
Human rights are integral rights of every person regardless of its nationality, colour of skin, religion, language or 
any other features. All people have equal human rights excluding any discrimination. Such rights are interrelated, 
interdependent and indivisible. 
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Universal human rights are often expressed and guaranteed by law in the forms of treaties, customary 
international law, general principles and other sources of international law. International human rights law lays 
down obligations of Governments to act in order to promote and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms of 
individuals. 
The principle of universality of human rights is the cornerstone of international human rights law. This principle, 
as first emphasized in the Universal Declaration on Human Rights in 1948, has been reiterated in numerous 
international human rights conventions, declarations, and resolutions. The 1993 Vienna World Conference on 
Human Rights, for example, noted that it is the duty of states to promote and protect all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems. 
All States have ratified at least one, and 80% of states have ratified four or more, of the core human rights 
treaties, reflecting consent of states which creates legal obligations for them and giving concrete expression to 
universality. Some fundamental human rights norms enjoy universal protection by customary international law. 
Human rights are inalienable. They should not be taken away, except in specific situations and according to due 
process. For example, the right to liberty may be restricted if a person is found guilty of a crime by a court of law. 
All human rights are indivisible, interrelated and interdependent, whether they are civil and political rights, such 
as the right to life, equality before the law and freedom of expression; economic, social and cultural rights, such as 
the rights to work, social security and education, or collective rights, such as the rights to development and self-
determination. The improvement of one right facilitates advancement of the others. Likewise, the deprivation of one 
right adversely affects the others. 
Non-discrimination is a cross-cutting principle in international human rights law. The principle is present in all 
the major human rights treaties and provides the central theme of some of international human rights conventions 
such as The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and The 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 
The principle of non-discrimination applies to everyone in relation to all human rights and freedoms and it 
prohibits discrimination on the basis of a list of non-exhaustive categories such as sex, race, colour and so on. The 
principle of non-discrimination is complemented by the principle of equality, as stated in Article 1 of The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights”. 
Human rights entail both rights and obligations. States assume obligations and duties under international law to 
respect, to protect and to fulfill human rights. The obligation to respect means that States must refrain from 
interfering with or curtailing the enjoyment of human rights. The obligation to protect requires States to protect 
individuals and groups against human rights abuses. The obligation to fulfill means that States must take positive 
action to facilitate the enjoyment of basic human rights. At the individual level, while we are entitled our human 
rights, we should also respect the human rights of others. 
 
1.3. Structure of the concept of human rights from this point of view of cultural and historical components 
 
The concept of human rights is for the first time mentioned in The French Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen adopted in 1789, although before that, the idea of inherent rights has traveled a long way of 
development. Key milestones on its way were The Great Charter of the Liberties of England (1215), the English 
Bill of Rights (1689) and The American Bill of Rights (1791). 
In the 19th century, different states had different initial liberal sets of civil and political rights (freedom and 
equality of rights, personal immunity, ownership rights, electoral rights, etc.) to a limited extent in its modern 
understanding (property electoral qualifications, political bans, unequal rights of men and women, racial limitations, 
etc.). 
In the 20th century, due to a strong impact of socialist movements civil and political rights were complemented 
with social and economic rights (as a rule, labour rights: right to form and join trade unions, rights to work, leisure, 
social security, etc.). In 1922 upon an initiative of German and French Human Rights Leagues twenty organizations 
in different countries established The International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), the first international 
organization for human rights protection in the world. 
The Second World War and tragic experience of totalitarianism triggered a big leap forward in development of 
the human and civil rights institute; a prominent role in its development was played by international law. On 10 
December 1948 the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 217 A (III) and proclaimed The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights “as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end 
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that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by 
teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and 
international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member 
States themselves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction” [the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, preamble]. Starting from 1950, the world annually celebrates the Human Rights Day on the 10th of 
December. 
In 1950 as well, in Europe The Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 
was signed. This Convention is mostly distinguished from other international human rights treaties by establishment 
of actual operating mechanism of protection of declared rights – the European Court on Human Rights. 
In 1966 under the auspices of the UN The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights were signed. These and other international 
agreements approved an international standard of human and civil rights and security of such rights to incorporate 
(reflect) in a constitutional system of member states. It is not exhaustive: “inclusion of some rights does not mean 
impairment, or, moreover, denial of other rights and freedoms of humans and citizens”. 
In addition to human rights mentioned in the international standard, national systems of law supplement a list of 
human and civil rights with new provisions. For example, in Russia it is supplemented with a right to a healthy 
environment, right to information, and others. 
The origin of human rights may be found in history of all kinds of religious, philosophical, ethical teachings, 
ascending to the remotest antiquity. Thus, all religions of the world, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, 
Taoism, Confucianism, convey the idea: “One should not treat others in ways that one would not like to be treated”. 
One of the earliest indicators of human rights is the prohibition of arbitrary killing. 
We see prerequisites of human rights in Greek political philosophy, teachings of stoics, Judaism and early 
Christianity. For example, the idea of “divine law”, which is beyond man-made one, was originated in the antiquity. 
In particular, this idea was expressed by Plato. Its real implementation is found in fiction books, literary sources. 
The foremost example mentioned by all historians of human rights is an incident in Sophocles’ tragedy “Antigone”. 
Tyrant Creon prohibits burying of Polynices’ body; however Antigone, Polynices’ sister, defies the law. The tyrant 
asks her, “Why do you defy the law?” She replies, “There is the divine law which is above the laws made by man” 
(Sophocles, n.d). 
In 1791 The American Bill of Rights was adopted (it served as a basis for the US Constitution). In the early 19th 
century legal systems of European countries were being brought in line with these principles and gradually an idea 
was developed to convey that adherence to rights was not an internal affair of the state. 
A cultural component of the concept of human rights focuses on rights ensuring spiritual development of 
individuals. Such rights include rights to education; freedom of creativity (freedom of literary, scientific work and 
other types of creativity and teaching); right to participation in cultural life; academic freedoms, right to a healthy 
environment. 
 
1.4. Structure of the concept of human rights from this point of view of imagery and emotional component  
 
Imagery in the concept of human rights, as well as in other concepts, consists of two components: perceptual 
(sensuous) image and cognitive (metaphorical) image, equally reflecting imagery of a conceptualized concept. The 
perceptual image of the concept is found in a lexicographic meaning of words. It is mainly implemented through 
substantial attributes of law: legal institutions, codes of laws, symbols of justice, legal procedures, etc. The cognitive 
image of the concept having a verbal expression refers an abstract concept to the material world. Imagery causes 
expressiveness through expressive and descriptive features of linguistic units. Imagery, intensity and emotional 
breadth may cause expressiveness in both individual and various combinations. 
Emotional breadth is emotionality in linguistic interpretation, i.e. perception of subjects with senses, language or 
verbal expression of senses, mood, and feelings of a person. Emotional breadth is always expressive and attitudinal 
but not vice versa. As emotions are divided into positive and negative, their expressions in the language may be 
reduced to positive connotations and negative connotations. Let us see an example of a positive abbreviation: 
yumpie - young upwardly mobile professional people. Yumpie entails positive emotions because such adjectives as 
young, mobile, professional have positive semes. Example of a negative abbreviation: Buppie - black + yuppie: 
yuppie – young successful and highly educated city dwellers, whose main life goal is money and power at any price. 
Buppie has a negative seme, as black has a negative seme. Imagery is achieved through semantics by verbalization 
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of the concept with phraseological units, onyms, personal names and other units with complex semantics. 
A “naive view” of the world is reflected in units of a natural language and, therefore, lexical semantics transfers 
people’s “common consciousness” with established history, experience and world view. Peculiarities of 
consciousness, national mentality, are stored in a phraseological fund of the language, onomasticon, which identify 
national consciousness. 
National markedness of the linguistic units constitutes image verification of enforcement or non-enforcement of 
this or that human right in the community. Thus, for example, English phraseology conveys quite a negative attitude 
of the British common consciousness to law and its officers, oppose justice and fairness: One law for the rich and 
another for the poor; Might goes before right; Little thieves hanged but great ones escaped; Possession is nine 
points of the law. Some English proverbs set the nation’s attitude to corruption. For example: The corruption of one 
is the generation of another. The corruption of best is worst.  
It is interesting to mention that such proverbs were recorded in 1576 and 1642. The next group of proverbs 
reflects citizens’ distrust expressed to jurists, lawyers, attorneys and highlights their “special” status in the society. 
For example: A good lawyer, an evil neighbour; A good lawyer must be a great liar; A wise lawyer never goes to 
law himself; Fair and softly as lawyer go to Heaven; Few lawyers die well; Kick an attorney downstairs and he’ll 
stick to you for life; Lawyers and asses always die in their shoes. 
In case of onomastic units imagery may be expressed in nomination: some community groups may have 
favourable, unfavourable and even “degrading” names. Thus, for instance, exercising a right to a name and 
nomination, in Ancient Rome adopted children took the name of an adoptive parent, adding the suffix -anus. For 
example, Octavianus is a son of Octavius, adopted by Gaius Julius Caesar. In England foundlings have quite 
definite names corresponding to their status: Helpless, Rependance, Forsakeen (Leonovich, 2002, p.9). 
A striking example of such trend is nomination of children of Puritans separated from the Church of England in 
the 16th century. As a result of their persecution, many of them left England and moved to Northern America where, 
as stated by O.A. Leonovich, Puritan personal names were especially popular in the north-east of the present USA. 
“They often give children Latin names of their own composition: Beata “happy”, Desiderius Desideratus 
“desired”, Deodatus “God given”, Renovata “renovated”. The most popular names created by Puritans (especially 
in the early 18th century) included: Free-Gift, Reformation, Earth, Dust, Ashes, Delivery, More-Fruit, Discipline, 
Joy Again, From Above, Thankful, Live Well. Puritans often ran to extremes creating such names as No-Merit, 
Sorry-for-Sin, Much-Mercey, Sin Dany” [ibid]. Some names are considered to be degrading due to some 
dishonourable action performed by any of their name bearers and received wide publicity, for example, Bibleisms: 
Herod, Judas and others. Degrading names also include names of literary characters, if negative connotations relate 
thereto (for example, Uriah Heep). 
Imagery and emotional component including appraisals, which linguistically reflect results of an individual’s 
cognitive activities based on a set of social experience of a speech community and norms adopted by such 
community, in some instances predetermine functioning of linguistic units. 
Some English abbreviations have imagery as they have homonyms whose semantics contributes to definite 
images. Thus, for example, WAY - World Assembly of Youth; CREEP - Committee to Reelect the President. These 
abbreviations correspond to a noun (way) and a verb (to creep). “Way” means “path”, “manner of doing”, and “to 
creep” means slow movement to a goal (slow but steady). Irony of CREEP (“slowly but steadily we will reelect the 
President”) is characteristic of an American policy. Paytriotism (pay + patriotism) – “bastard patriotism for 
lucrative purposes” – a combined word, meaning of “patriotism” is expanded to “lucratively inclined patriotism”; 
pullutician (pull + politician) – “influential politician”. This example is also a play on words: expansion of 
“politician” to “influential politician”; pollutician - pollute + politician. Pullutician and pollutician are consonant 
words, or, otherwise stated, paronyms. 
About ten years ago the Department of Health and Social Security of Great Britain (abbreviated as DHSS) was 
divided into two independent departments: Department of Health, whose abbreviation created no problems, namely 
DoH, and Department of Social Security, which logically should be abbreviated as DoSS. However, at the last gasp 
governing authorities changed their minds and having imagined headers containing DOSS, replaced it with DSS 
which is less pleasant but neutral. The point is that a doss is a slang word meaning a bed in a homeless shelter 
(Rakitina, 2007, p.78). 
 
1.5. Structure of the concept of human rights from this point of view of value component 
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In any modern society human rights are one of major legal and political values. The concept of human rights is 
based on such key values as human dignity, freedom, equality of rights, tolerance, democracy, justice. 
An important value of human rights is freedom. The term “freedom” is used in legal literature in two meanings. 
In a general meaning it means the condition of every individual and all people which is characterized by the capacity 
to use their own discretion. The value of freedom reflects an idea of protection of a person against abuse of 
discretion by the high and mighties, against any dictate. The value of freedom means self-determination of a person, 
its independence and autonomy, the capacity to think and act freely and from its own will. 
The main postulate of human rights, “everyone has human dignity”, implies a key value of its equal, similar value 
for political, legal, economic, social life and, as a consequence, equality of rights. A key principle of democracy for 
human rights relates to social relations that would guarantee human rights and ways of exercising rights, practice of 
political engagement, individual’s civic consciousness, and form of establishment of any organization based on 
equal participation of its members in management and adoption of decisions by majority. At the same time the 
international community set some principles which were accepted and followed by states. 
 
2. Conclusion 
 
Cognitive linguists take language factor into account to a greater extent, treating language as an essential 
component of the world of life horizon, as a means of the cognition and interpretation of the surrounding reality 
(Pesina, Solonchak, 2014). Thus, the phraseological unit performs both semantic and cumulative functions, and 
participates in origination of new units and vocabulary in general and a legal vocabulary in particular. Human rights 
are many-sided and comprehensive. They can be studied in the following areas: cognitive, discursive, contextual and 
historical characteristics. 
Latin, even though it is a “dead language”, keeps and linguistically transfers a basic, international part of a 
historical aspect of the concept of human rights which is “lively” implemented in modern English. Linguistic means 
define mechanisms of origin, comprehension and storage of linguistic information of the concept of human rights. 
Thus, human rights are an extralinguistic fact characterizing a legal status of a person in relation to the state; it is 
a fact having its own semantics, etymology, history and trend, linguistic means, vocabulary passed down from 
generation to generation; it is of interest for specialists in different areas and has a pragmatic value for non-
specialists. 
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